Ooh, Look, a
Waterspout!

by Lt. Scott Erwin

couldn’t believe my luck as| climbed into the crystal-
clear skiesover South Texas. There | was, abright-eyed
T-45 student hitting the road for five daysto finish up the
instrument-rating portion of the jet syllabuswith agood-
deal cross-country to Washington, D.C. My IPfor the
next few dayswould be avery senior instructor with a“ Santa
Claus’ reputation. | had walked to the jet without adoubt in my
mind that thiswas going to be aweekend to remember. | would
get away from the grind and heat of Kingsville, experience
fantastic training in some of the busiest airspacein the United
States, and (I hoped) boost my grade-point average afew
notches before the dynamic parts of the curriculum began.
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Thefirst two dayswere abreeze. We | eft
Kingsvilleand stopped over in Acadianafor lunch,
then continued on to Wright-Patterson wherewe
stopped for the night whilemy 1P took care of
some business he had planned. The next morning
we left at the crack of noon and proceeded to
Andrews. With the exception of not equipping
ourselveswith the STARS for Andrews (my IP
said we didn't need them), everything went of f
without ahitch. After putting the jet to bed and
calling the squadron to notify them that we were
safe on deck, we pressed out to the hotel for
dinner and aquick re-rack. | wasquickly learning
that travelling with “brass’ had itsgood points.

During the next two days, my instructor took
careof businesshehadin D.C. | spent timewith
college buddieswho wereinthe areaby night and
studied by day (well, afternoon at |east). The night
before we headed home, | asked what route |
should planfor our returnto Kingsville. Hetold me
not to plan onejust yet; he had heard aweather
system was moving across the Midwest, and he
didn’t know wherewe' d go until he saw the
forecast inthemorning. Very well, | thought, that
meant alittle more R& Rbeforethe hi kg
home. Sounded just figet@me. _

The nextorning, Jygllose Rright alifleagh to
th grim =
news. Pea soup.hadienVeiop eigc
Thedrive back to base took tiSthr&&times aslong
asthe ride out, VililliauMpertto-bumper traff iSaRgl =
aslew ol aceitlentsyl cal cul ated our odds of
getting airborne and Started dreaming about
another night on thetown.

At base operations, we checked in with the
weather briefer, who informed usthat thefog
should lift by early afternoon, but that aline of
severe thunderstormswas approaching the Mid-
west, running from the Gulf of Mexico al theway
to southern Michigan. Again | asked my IPwhat
route he’ d like meto crunch thefuel figuresfor,
and hereplied, “Don’t bother.” He said we' d wait
until the weather lifted, and then we could takea
look at the weather acrossthe country.
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By noonthefoglifted, and my |Pformul ated
our plan: Wewould fly from D.C. toAtlantaon the
first leg and assessthe weather whilewerefueled
for therest of thereturn trip. “Roger that,” | said,
“I'll go do the planning, and we' Il be off.”

Hetheninformed methat our fog delay had put
ustoo far behind schedule and not to bother with
that “glly” fudl planning. “Whenyou vebeenaround
awhile, you'll get afedl for how far you can makeit
onatank of gas,” my mentor intoned. | wasn't quite
convinced, but hewasin no mood to argue, sowe
filed our flight plan and walked to thej et.

Onceairborne, | began trying to calculatethe
fuel numbersfor getting to Atlanta, and the num-
bersweren't looking promising. Thefact that we
wereflying into a100-knot headwind theentire
way certainly wasn't hel ping matters. Fifty miles
east of Atlanta, thelow-fuel light cameon, and the
seat cushion continued to inch itsway into an
uncomfortable place. ATISwas calling weather in
Atlantaas 300 overcast, with rain and thunder-
stormsin thevicinity. Furthermore, winds on deck
werefrom the east, so wewould haveto fly past
thefield, wasting more preciousfuel to set up for
the approach. Thingswere getting hairy, and |
expected to hear my P tell me hewould be
taking the controlsto make sure we got thisthing
right. Instead | heard, “Have you ever shot an
ILS before?’

“Uh, no,” | replied, whichwasthebest | could
come up with, knowing what was coming next.

Sureenough: “Well, there'salwaysafirst
time.” I’d shot IL S approachesin the simulator, but
that benign environment was nothing likethe
conditionswewerein. Turbulence violently shook
theairplane, and flashes of light through therain-
gpattered canopy stole my attention fromthe
needles. | did my best to concentrate, knowing
therewasn’t enough fuel for asecond try. | kept
wondering how thisgood deal had gone so bad.
We broke out at 250 feet, dightly left of centerline.
| dipped thewing and madeit on deck. | tried to
stop my hands from shaking aswetaxied clear of
therunway to thetransient ramp.

Asl shut down the engine, my instructor told
methat | could monitor therefueling whilehe
walked in to check the weather. | stood under the
wing of my Goshawk and got drenched whilel
watched thefuel get pumped into the jet for what
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seemed like an eternity. When thefuel guy fin-
ished, he handed methereceipt, and | ogged my
wal into base opsto catch up with my instructor.

We decided that the best bet wasto proceed
from Atlantato Pensacol a, where we could one-
legit to Kingsville, provided we could get around
the weather. In no time, wewere suited up and
headed for Pensacol g, again with no planning other
thanthe DD-175. Shortly after takeoff, my IP
ceased responding to my questionsontheICS. As
| looked inthe mirror on the canopy bow, | could
see himtrying to get my attention by waving his
hands. By process of deduction, | quickly figured
out that the microphonein hismask had gone bad.
| heard constant clicking and hissing noisesinthe
ICSwhenever hetried to talk.

Therest of thetrip to Pensacolawas con-
ducted with metrying hard not to get aflight
violation by telling himwhat | intended to do, with
him giving me athumbs up or down as he saw
appropriate. My aready frazzled nerveswere not
helped inthe least by thismethodology, and |
wondered what could go wrong next.

Welanded in Pensacola, and again | stayed with
thejet during refuding whilemy IPwent in to check
theweather and plan aroutefor thenext (and, |
hoped, |ast) leg of our journey. When | wandered
inside, the news got worse. Theweather briefer told
usthat the thunderstormswere mere milesaway
from Pensacolaand moving our way quickly. The
entire areaaround the base wasin aweather watch,
and | began to think that reason would dictate that
wecal it aday and try again the next morning.

Apparently, my instructor saw it differently.
Training-command aircraft aren’t supposed to fly
during aweather watch, but hisplan wasto take
off assoon aspossible. It wasearly evening and
beginning to get dark. He planned to head south
over the Gulf of Mexico to avoid the thunderstorms
that topped out at over 50,000 feet. From there, we
would cut west and proceed direct to Kingsville
over water.

Let’srecap: night, he had no way to talk to me,
and therewas athunderstorm. Did | mentionthat it
was January, and Pensacolawas an unseasonably
cold 30 degrees or so?With theway our luck had
goneall day, it waswith asense of dread that |
strapped on my gear and walked tothejet. The
wind waswhipping thetreesto and frointhe



wewereon fireduring startup to avoid what
| was surewas an impending disaster.

We climbed into the jet and strapped in with no
particular rush on my part. As| plugged in my
hosesand cables, | flipped on the battery switch
and keyed the microphoneto
(forgetting that | would get nor:
wordsnever madeit out. As| looked U
left console, my eyes swept over the bay justin
timeto seealarge, black tornado moving steadily
toward us. It was actually awaterspout, but | had
never seen one before and wasn'’t too concerned
about thisdistinction. Instead of the standard “1CS
check,” what came out of my mouth was afew
expletivesand “ That’satornado!” | quickly
selected the appropriate procedures. First, battery
switch off. Second, egress. Third, run. My instruc-
tor agreed with my impromptu EP—hewasin hot
pursuit acrossthetarmac.

We cdled it aday at that point. The next
morning, with hismask fixed, we had an uneventful
returnto Kingsville. Two dayslater, an 1P ap-
proached mewith afuel chit and asked meif | had
signedit. My first thought was that we must have
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~ been overcharged, and | hadn’t caught it. When |

told himthat | had signed it, heasked if | had
|ooked it over closely, and my fears about owing
the government gas money got worse. Upon closer
inspection, | saw that the gaswe' d gottenin
Atlantawas only about 70 pounds shy of afull

had only about 10 gallons of gas (not to
1on what isunusable) on shutdown. |

to even think what would have happened
had we not broken out when wedid or if | had
gooned up the approach, because there certainly
would not have been a second chance.

In retrospect, | would have doneafew things
differently. | should haveinsisted that wedo fuel-
planning prior toleaving Andrews. | should have
looked at the fuel chit more closely and pointed out
tomy |P how bad asituation we had beenin. |
should haveinsisted that we abide by regulations
and not attempt to fly in aweather watch, with or
without myriad other distractions.

It all worked out and | even got afew
“aboves’ out of thedeal. Intheend, however, |
learned more about the unwritten rules of aviation
inthoseflightsthanin any othersbeforeit. =&
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